Echinococcus: biology and strain variation.
Biology and strain variation in the causative agent of hydatid disease is reviewed with emphasis on developmental and genetic aspects. In vitro cultivation experiments have made a significant contribution to current knowledge of the developmental plasticity of Echinococcus. However, the mechanisms which regulate and determine developmental strategies in the parasite, as well as the characteristics, source and cytodifferentiation of germinal cells, are not understood. The nature, significance and origin of strain variation in Echinococcus are examined. Before we can fully appreciate the phenotypic consequences of genetic differentiation between populations, we need to know something about the genetic and environmental components of variation in traits such as development rate, host preference, host specificity, virulence and drug resistance. There is an urgent need for research on the developmental pathways by which genetic differences within and between strains of E. granulosus are translated to phenotypic differences in these traits.